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Abstract 
This paper shows the educational progression of a “middle-aged” doctoral student as well as the motivation and career track of a 
high school educator progressing on to collegiate teaching.  It also explores the motivation for mid-career change as well as 
challenges and opportunities that present themselves as unique for the life-long learner.  To demonstrate that learning is not a 
static event, and to demonstrate that doctoral-level study is not limited to recent graduate students in their 20’s.  Rather, this 
paper describes how doctoral study for “older” students is a fundamentally different life-experience, even though the academic 
experience is identical. 
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1. Basis 
A question arising in today’s parlance of “Lifelong Learning” is “Why do adult learners either start or continue 
graduate study at a later age?” whereas “typical” graduate students continue to doctoral study almost immediately?  
For the author, I began teaching secondary school social studies immediately after graduating from college. I wanted 
to be sure that my graduate study would be in a field in which I was interested and would continue in and serve me 
as a teacher.  In that light I spent 4 years in a part-time program getting an MS in Gifted and Talented Education 
from Johns Hopkins in Baltimore, MD.  Following that, I thought that the prospect of going into administration 
would be worthwhile, so I then got a Graduate Certificate in Administration, at which point, I realized that teaching 
was my passion, but that given my experiences teaching at the high school level and as an adjunct at the college 
level, I would have to continue my studies in psychology and earn a Ph.D. to continue teaching full-time at a college 
or university. 
2. Methodology 
In order to examine the differential experiences and motivations of a Ph.D. student in his/her 40’s as well as the 
experiences of “typical” graduate students in their 20’s a series of interview questions were posed to three doctoral 
students to assess their thoughts and approaches regarding graduate student life and study.  The questions were as 
follows:  
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 Why did you begin your graduate studies when you did? and/or Why did go you go grad school?  
 What is your experience as a graduate student?  
 How often do you come to campus and for what purpose?  
 What is the nature of your interaction with other graduate students?  
 What is the nature of your interaction with faculty?  
 What is your prime area of focus of your attention?  
 Do you have outside employment, or are you teaching/TA (if so, what)?  
 What is your general weekly schedule?  
 Do you have any concerns about being a graduate student or time management etc?  
 e do you spend on 
it each week?  
 Do you have a personal motto?  If so, what is it? 
Through these questions, an assessment of how graduate students in different life-stages approach their time in 
graduate school was developed. 
Subject 1 is a 22-year-old 1st year externally funded graduate student.  Subject 2 is a 27-year-old 3rd year graduate 
student who just completed his masters and is continuing study for his Ph.D. in psychology.  Both of these are 
viewed in comparison to the author (subject 3), a mid- s, 5th year, married with two children defending his 
dissertation in the spring of 2012.  All responses were written. 
2.1. Survey data 
Why did you begin your graduate studies when you did? and/or Why did go you go grad school?  
 Subject 1 
Because I knew I wanted to continue on in to my Ph.D. and I applied for a grant my 
senior year as an undergrad and received three years of funding from the National 
Science foundation and so I chose to continue on with my advisor who I had 
accomplished things with already in hopes that the productivity would keep up and that I 
could achieve my dreams of being a cultural psychologist! 
I never had any doubts about continuing on. I always knew I was going to go straight 
through. It wasn't an option! I loved psychology and it was interesting and I had goals to 
accomplish and so.... I always knew I would keep going onwards! 
 
 Subject 2 
I kept hearing that you couldn't do much with a bachelor's degree in psychology and that 
if you want to get anywhere in the field you need a postgraduate degree, so it seemed like 
the next logical step. I wasn't sure about psychology as a field, or academia as a career, so 
I applied to some terminal Master's programs (at the behest of one of my undergraduate 
advisors) and got into one that offered me funding. If they were going to pay me to go to 
school and waive my tuition, I figured I might as well try it out and see if I considered it a 
viable and attractive career option. I ended up loving the research, loving teaching, and 
ultimately deciding that this was the type of career that I wanted. I applied to doctoral 
programs, got into Graduate school, and the rest is history. 
 Subject 3 
I began my graduate studies in 1992, and have studied at Johns Hopkins Univeristy, 
Texas A&
Cumbria), Lancaster University (also in the U.K.) as well as my current university.   
What is your experience as a graduate student?  
Subject 1 
Well this is a hard question because I'm not the typical student. What I mean by that is I 
was here as an undergrad as well. So I know a lot of the grad students, the faculty and 
staff, and even some of my students. The transition was still off though--social roles and 
all. Also my faculty advisor seems to have a very different approach then a lot of my 
other friends faculty advisors. He's very laid back, hand off, autonomy supportive, and 
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yet still manages to push you to accomplish so much. He's been very instrumental in 
any/all things you might term a success as a grad student. And I love it. All of it. 
Graduate school, the faculty, the other grad students, etc. It's part of the reason I chose to 
stay here for grad school after undergrad--Graduate school is a very research oriented 
department, but one that isn't driven by piling data, but rater has a unique theory-driven 
atmosphere. Even statistics is very theory based first semester. I enjoy that part of 
graduate school. Also it seems to be such an odd-ball department... Referring to the 
uniqueness of the topics researched. 
Subject 2 
better. 
Subject 3 
My experience has been one of necessity.  Having been teaching at the collegiate level 
for a number of years, the only path to full-time, tenure-track employment is through 
completing my doctorate.  Given that, my approach and experience as a graduate student 
is to come in, take classes, write as much as possible, and try to finish as early as possible 
-my-  
 
How often do you come to campus and for what purpose?  
Subject 1 
Every day! I live right by campus to make it easier to go to campus! I usually try to go in 
at 9am and leave by 9pm. Of course this depends on classes, and I need to leave to eat 
the journal room, or my office. Like a particular bench I do reading on sometimes. I get a 
lot done at school, more than I do at home. The environment just seems to make me more 
productive... And there's free coffee. 
Subject 2 
I come every day, usually because I either have a research meeting or I have my TA 
class. As a 3rd yea
bit more open and flexible, but usually there is some meeting or class to be a part of 
every day so I am on campus and in the department every day. 
Subject 3 
Only when I have class or meetings. 
What is the nature of your interaction with other graduate students?  
Subject 1 
really small--a small community. Of course small communities have positives and 
negatives. I haven't bumped up against any of the negatives yet, but I hear there is form 
time to time. Not for me, not yet. In fact, I was able to start a tie-day on Thursday.... 
Where some of the guys and some of the girls across all three programs wear a tie. I also 
go to trivia with them. We did karaoke the other night for my roommate's birthday (who 
is also a grad psyc student). So.... So far so good! 
Subject 2 
I see other psychology grad students every day, both professionally and personally. The 
group here is very close-knit: we hang out casually both during the week and on the 
weekends, we interact professionally both in classes and in research groups, and nearly 
everyone gets along with one another. I count on my fellow grad students for emotional 
support as well as professional support and they are very important individuals in my life, 
they are some of my best friends. 
Subject 3 
Minimal. 
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What is the nature of your interaction with faculty?  
Subject 1 
Oh it's fine! I usually hide in my office and 
But when I do, it's fine. They seem supportive. There are only a few chances to interact, 
academic. Academic things would be like the graduate festival or portfolio committees or 
class/lab meetings or advising meetings, etc. 
Subject 2 
Strictly professional: there is a strict divide between faculty and graduate students, 
especially in the advisor/advisee relationship. There are power dynamics at play and as a 
result it is made readily apparent that graduate students are in the powerless position, we 
are here to enact and promote research agendas of the existing faculty. They encourage 
questioning and debate to a certain extent, but it is clear that critical inquiry is only 
allowed to a certain point. Also, there is no casual fraternizing between faculty and grad 
students or if it exists at all it is in the minority. The power differentials are strictly 
enforced. 
Subject 3 
While I work well with my main advisor, who is really the only faculty member I interact 
with with any degree of frequency or regularity.  In that light, we get along well and very 
productively. 
What is your prime area of focus of your attention?  
Subject 1 
Cultural psychology from a semiotic point of view! 
Subject 2 
Sadly, I spend most of my day answering emails, focusing on details and making sure 
things are in order. TA duties, scheduling meetings, getting updated on current 
happenings in the research world, and so forth. Because of this my own research, reading, 
and writing often gets pushed aside for other more time-sensitive tasks and it is difficult 
to find open time in my schedule to focus on my own work and research. 
Subject 3 
Family, then school then my teaching. 
Do you have outside employment, or are you teaching/TA (if so, what)?  
Subject 1 
None of the above... I have a grant so I'm on my own! 
Subject 2 
I TA for an undergraduate class, Adolescent Development. I have no other outside 
employment. In fact, other outside employment is not allowed under my TA contract.  
Subject 3 
I teach two days a week at a large university in the Boston area.  I have two classes there, 
and they range in size from 40 to 75.  I also have a part-time position with the US 
government. 
What is your general weekly schedule?  
Subject 1 
I have a 3 hour class Monday, two 3 hour classes Tuesday, kitchen seminar Wednesday, 
and a 3 hour class Wednesday night, sometimes a lab meeting on Thursday morning, 
SEC Thursday afternoon, and nothing on Friday or the weekend. 
Subject 2 
I am at the psychology department 5 days a week, usually 9 or 10am until 5 or 6pm. 
professional jobs, but it invariably ends up averaging out to that type of schedule. Then at 
least one full day on the weekend (or two half days) is spent working on school-related 
work. 
Subject 3 
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Monday is my day with our two children.  Tuesday I teach two classes in Boston, then 
drive to Worcester to co-teach a course with my advisor.  Wednesday is all day in 
Worcester.  Thursday mornings I write at home, then drive to Worcester for a class.  
Friday I teach in Boston.  I try to write in the evenings and on weekends.  I usually write 
from about 3:30AM until 6:30AM three-four days a week as well. 
Do you have any concerns about being a graduate student or time management etc?  
Subject 1 
Not really.... Things are crazy busy.... But no concerns 
Subject 2 
Constantly. Time management is the most important skill for surviving graduate school. 
There will never be enough time for all the things that are asked of you so you must learn 
to prioritize, spending more time on important tasks and minimal time on the less 
important tasks. I cannot emphasize this enough: regardless of the discipline, time 
management is the most important skill to have in order to survive graduate studies. 
Subject 3 
Only about being able to graduate and provide for my family. 
What is the nature of social interaction with others, and if you 
it each week?  
Subject 1 
Sometimes I have sat morning breakfast with some friends who graduated with me and 
are still in the area.... I go to Friday night happy hour with them sometimes too... 
Subject 2 
This is yet another constant struggle: finding time for life outside of school. Because you 
spend so much time with the same group of people (people who are understandably 
similar to you and share your interests) you end up spending a lot of free time with them 
too. Which is not necessarily a bad thing as I said before these people are important and 
provide a lot of emotional support but finding time for social interaction with the rest of 
the world outside of academia (and especially your own academy) is extremely difficult. 
but it takes a lot of skill in time management. It has taken me three years to understand 
this fully and find a happy medium, and I still struggle with it. 
Subject 3 
I call friends on the phone while driving, and try to get together with some friends once 
or twice a month after the kids go to bed, but my main time with others is with my wife 
and children. 
Do you have a personal motto?  If so, what is it?  
Subject 1 
Not really... I wish I did.... I should think of one tonight... 
Subject 2 
ck to one 
sentence or phrase to provide me with guidance or support) but there are a couple of 
oft-
means to have succeeded in life and the general sentiment is to be kind to people, connect 
with others in a meaningful way, and leave the world a little bit better than the way you 
found it. School, work, research, academics, these are all important things, but human 
This is from a folk-punk band named Andrew Jac
 
Subject 3 
221 Craig W. Gruber /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  46 ( 2012 )  216 – 221 
3. Conclusion 
The experiences of older and younger graduate students are fundamentally different from a number of 
perspectives, namely balancing family and academic study as well as employment.  Often, older students have other 
employment as well as graduate study, drawing on a lifetime of their time-management skills, while many 
  In addition, familial stress and demands on time (such as 
children etc) require a time commitment that many early-learners do not have the life experience to appreciate fully. 
In addition, when comparing responses to issues such as time management a clear distinction can be seen.  With 
ag -
function of age and/or family circumstance, although for individuals in middle adulthood, attending graduate school 
is actually quite a risk, involving time away from other work in the hopes of a more substantial livelihood and 
 
In summation, while the goal of all of the graduate students interviewed is to further their education, it can clearly 
be seen that the experience, attitude and time frames associated with their studies greatly varies, and the 
fundamental experiences of mid-adulthood graduate students are fundamentally different from those of traditional 
ages. 
